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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention 1s directed to an apparatus and method
for rapid cooling of a large substrate 1n a vacuum environ-
ment. A first cooled plate 1s brought into close proximity with
one surface of a flat substrate. The spatial volume between the
first cooling plate and the substrate 1s sealed and brought to a
higher pressure than the surrounding vacuum level to increase
the cooling efficiency. A second cooled plate 1s brought 1nto
close proximity with the opposite surface of the flat substrate.
A second spatial volume between the second cooling plate
and the substrate 1s sealed and the gas pressure 1s equalized to
the gas pressure 1n the first spatial volume. The equalization
of the gas pressure on both sides of the flat substrate elimi-
nates deflection of the substrate and bending stress in the
substrate.
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APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR RAPID
COOLING OF LARGE AREA SUBSTRATES IN
VACUUM

GOVERNMENT SUPPORT

This invention was made with Government support under
grants awarded by the National Renewable Energy Labora-

tory. The Government has certain rights 1n this imvention.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

One semiconductor process in which substrate temperature
1s critical 1s thin film deposition 1n vacuum. The substrate
temperature has a large effect on the thin film deposition
process and the quality of the resulting films. One known thin
film semiconductor device 1s a CdS/CdTe photovoltaic (PV)
module. This device has thin films of CdS and CdTe semi-
conductors on a soda lime glass substrate. A known configu-
ration for a CdS/CdTe PV module 1s the back wall or super-
strate configuration. In this configuration, the soda lime
superstrate (referred to in all other cases described hereinaiter
as the substrate) 1s most commonly coated with a transparent
conductive oxide (TCO) film onto which the other films are
deposited 1n the following order: a) a CdS film; b) a CdTe
film; ¢) an ohmic contact layer; and d) a back electrode layer.
Along with these film depositions, several heat treatment
steps are also required to enhance device properties. It has
been found that 1n order to produce the optimum CdS/CdTe
PV device using a process such as that described 1n U.S. Pat.
No. 6,423,565 1t 1s desirable to cool the soda lime glass
substrate and the adherent TCO/CdS/CdTe films to about 25°
C. before applying the ohmic contact layer. The soda lime
glass substrate reaches temperatures on the order o1 200° C. 1n
the previous processing step. It would be desirable to provide
an apparatus for cooling the soda lime glass substrate from
about 200° C. to 25° C. 1n a time period of 2-4 minutes with
the substrate maintained in the vacuum chamber at a process
pressure of about 40 mTorr. In the past, a time period on the
order of hours was required to cool the substrate to the opti-
mal temperature by relying on radiation cooling alone.

In order for this prior art CdS/CdTe PV module to serve as
a practical low cost energy conversion device for converting

sunlight into electricity, the soda lime glass substrate must be
of a large size. Known CdS/CdTe PV modules are fabricated

in a nominal 2 {t. x4 {t. size. The CdS/CdTe PV module must
also be capable of being manufactured at the lowest possible
cost and at a high volume throughput.

There are three possible physical mechamisms for cooling
an object: 1) convective cooling resulting from movement of
the surrounding gas (this gas movement can be natural due to
density changes in the gas or may be forced, for example, by
a Tan); 2) conductive cooling resulting from direct contact of
the object with a colder surface (conduction can be assisted by
a contact medium including a thin layer of gas); and 3) elec-
tromagnetic radiation of thermal energy to colder surround-
ings. In the case of a hot object with no cold surfaces in close
contact, only radiation cooling 1s effective at vacuum pres-
sures. The rate of radiation cooling 1s governed by the differ-
ence 1n temperature between the hot object and the colder
surroundings. The thermal radiation cooling rate 1s propor-
tional to the quantity T, *-T_ . . Thus, the cooling rate is
quite slow 1n the practical case of a semiconductor substrate
below 200° C. surrounded by colder surfaces at 25° C. at
some finite distance away and with an intervening ambient at

vacuum pressures of 40 mTorr.
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There are known methods 1n the prior art for cooling sub-
strates 1n vacuum by using gas phase conductive cooling 1n
combination with a cold surface 1n close proximity. U.S. Pat.
No. 6,907,924 to Moslehi, for example, teaches the use of a
thin heat transfer region between the substrate and the sub-
strate holder or watfer chuck. Gas flowing through these thin
heat transfer regions 1s the transfer medium employed to
either heat or cool the substrate in a vacuum. The planar
surface of the substrate holder may be heated or cooled, as
desired. The prior art teaches heat transfer through a thin heat
transier region on only one side of the substrate. This teaching
1s disadvantageous when attempting to cool large area sub-
strates, such as those employed 1n the apparatus and process
of the present invention. In order to cool a 4-mm thick soda
lime glass substrate from 200 C to 25 C 1n a period of 2
minutes, 1t has been found that the pressure 1n the intervening
thin heat transier region must be on the order of 10 Torr. In
order to bring the gas pressure to this level 1t 1s necessary to
seal the edges of the thin heat transtfer region. It has also been
found that the cooling rate of the substrate 1s a function of the
spacing between the substrate and the cooled plate. For spac-
ing distances larger than 0.005 1n., the cooling rate rapidly
drops to zero. IT 10 Torr of pressure 1s applied to only one side
of a large area soda lime glass substrate and the ambient
processing pressure on the opposite side of the substrate 1s 40
mTorr or essentially zero, a considerable amount of deflection
ol the substrate will occur. This deflection also introduces
stress and may lead to breakage of the substrate. Using equa-

tions from a standard reference such as the “Machinery’s
Handbook”, 24” addition, published by Industrial Press Inc.

N.Y., ISBN 0-8311-2492-X, it 1s possible to estimate the
deflections and stresses 1n flat plates subjected to an evenly
distributed load such as gas pressure. Given a 2 1t. x4 it. panel
of soda lime glass clamped top and bottom on all edges and a
pressure of 10 Torr applied to one side only, the maximum
deflection will be approximately 0.220 1n. at the center of the
panel. This degree of deflection will drive the heat transier
rate to zero over much of the panel area. In addition, the
introduced stress for the same case will be approximately
2900 psi1, which exceeds the 0.8% breakage design.

Thus, the prior art substrate cooling methods are ineffec-
tive to provide high throughput, low cost cooling of large area
substrates 1n vacuum without the risk of damaging the sub-
strates or their adherent films.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention 1s directed to an apparatus and
method for cooling large arca CdS/CdTe photovoltaic mod-
ules or other large area substrates, such as those used for flat
panel displays, during vacuum processing.

In accordance with the present invention, 1t 1s desirable not
to disturb the ambient process gas conditions, including the
vacuum pressure level and the purity of the process gas. In
addition, 1t 1s desirable to avoid spikes 1n the vacuum pressure
as the substrate enters and exits the cooling process. In order
to prevent contamination of the process gas and to lower
costs, 1t 1s desirable to utilize the same gas as both the process
ambient gas and the cooling gas. A preferred process gas for
the production of CdS/CdTe photovoltaic modules 1s dry
nitrogen. Trace amounts of other gases may also be intro-
duced, but the main component of the background ambient
gas 1s preferred to be mert nitrogen.

In accordance with one aspect of the present invention, a
sealed gas volume 1s provided between a cooling plate and
one surface of the planar substrate. This sealed gas volume
may be maintained at a higher pressure than the surrounding
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processing ambient pressure. The sealed gas volume 1s very
thin 1n the dimension between the cooling plate and the sub-
strate. The gas volume extends nearly to the edges of the
substrate.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
a second sealed gas volume 1s provided between a second
cooling plate and the opposite surface of the planar substrate.
This second sealed gas volume can be maintained at a pres-
sure that matches the pressure of the 1* sealed gas volume
described above. This matching of the pressures on both sides
of the substrate has the advantage of preventing bending or
deflection of the substrate as well as possible breakage due to
excess bending stress.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
the second sealed gas volume that 1s provided between the
second cooling plate and the opposite surface of the planar
substrate 1s made 1n such a manner that there 1s no contact
between the cooling plate and the substrate. This aspect of the
present invention prevents damage to any semiconductor thin
films on the substrate while eliminating deflection and bend-
ing of the substrate.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
a low cost heat transfer gas that 1s the same as the main
component of the process gas may be used. This heat transfer
gas may be inert dry nitrogen. There 1s no need to mtroduce
costly heat transfer gases such as helium. This also prevents
contamination of the process environment with a foreign gas.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
a sealing arrangement such as an o-ring seal serves to restrict
gas pressure 1n the sealed gas volumes.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
linear motion of the two cooling plates described above 1s
provided. In this way, both cooling plates can be brought 1nto
close proximity with the substrate, and the cooling plates can
then be moved away so that the initial substrate can be moved
on for further processing and the next substrate to be cooled
can be moved into place.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
provision 1s made for pressure control of the sealed gas vol-
umes. The present invention also provides for valving off the
gas tlow during the periods of time when the substrates are
being moved and the sealed gas volumes are open to the
surrounding vacuum chamber.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
controlled cooling of the cooling plates 1s provided.

As stated above, the apparatus and process of the present
invention provides an economic and advantageous way of
cooling large area substrates with adherent thin films 1n an
eificient and cost effective manner. It may be incorporated
into a continuous in-line vacuum process 1n a surrounding
vacuum chamber. By cooling substrates 1n a short cycle time,
the present invention permits successive processing ol a high
volume of substrates in order to maintain a high throughput.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 1s a cross-sectional elevation view of the cooling
apparatus of the present invention.

FI1G. 2 15 a plot of temperature versus time illustrating the
measured cooling rates of a soda lime glass substrate for
various gas pressures in a sealed gas volume utilizing the
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cooling apparatus of the present invention and also 1llustrat-
ing a plot of an estimated cooling rate utilizing prior art
radiation cooling.

PR.

(L]
By

ERRED

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
EMBODIMENT

Referring now to FIG. 1, there 1s shown a schematic cross-
sectional elevation view of the preferred embodiment of the
substrate cooling apparatus of the present mvention. The
cooling apparatus 1s enclosed 1n a surrounding conventional
vacuum chamber (not shown). A planar soda lime glass sub-
strate 1 1s supported on two metal substrate transport belts 2.
These metal transport belts 2 may be of the type described 1n
U.S. Pat. No. 6,423,565 and do not form part of the present
invention. Rather, they are shown only for purposes of clarity.
The metal transfer belts 2 extend out of the plane of FIG. 1.
Upper and lower metal cooling plates 3, 8 are provided above
and below substrate 1 and 1n close proximity to the flat upper
and lower surfaces thereof. Upper and lower sealed gas vol-
umes 3, 9 are contained and sealed by o-ring seals 6, 10.
Sealed gas volumes 5, 9 are formed between upper and lower
cooling plates 3, 8 and above and below substrate 1, respec-
tively. Two gas supply tubes 4, 11 are provided to admit gas
under controlled pressure from an external source to each of
the sealed gas volumes 5, 9. Two cooling medium supply
tubes 7, 12 are connected between an external source of
coolant and cavities within each of cooling plates 3, 8 to
tacilitate controlled cooling of the cooling plates 3, 8. The
cooling supply tube 7 passes through the top cooling plate 3
and the cooling supply tube 11 passes through the lower
cooling plate 8 so that there are two ends to the cooling supply
tubes 7, 11. The cooling plates 3, 8 are adapted to be moved
vertically to allow close contact with substrate 1 and to also
allow them to be moved away from substrate 1 to facilitate
ummpeded horizontal movement of the substrate 1 through
the vacuum chamber or other enclosure. A control valve (not
shown) 1s provided 1n connection with each of the gas supply
tubes 4, 11 so that the gas flow may be shut oif when the
cooling plates 3, 8 are moved away from the substrate 1.
Multiple substrates 1 may be passed between the cooling
plates 3, 8 to facilitate continuous processing of substrates.
When the cooling plates 3, 8 are brought together 1n close
proximity to the upper and lower surfaces of substrate 1, the
o-ring seals 6, 10 are compressed to provide the seal neces-
sary to admit gas through the gas supply tubes 4, 11 1n order
to bring the sealed gas volumes 35, 9 to a higher pressure than
that of the surrounding ambient vacuum.

The lower cooling plate 8 must not be 1n direct contact with
the lower surface of substrate 1 since this would harm the thin
semiconductor films on that surface. Since the lower cooling
plate 8 must be spaced further away from the substrate 1, the
cooling rate due to the lower cooling plate 8 will not be as
great as the cooling rate from the top cooling plate 3. How-
ever, the pressure 1n the lower sealed gas volume 9 1s critical
since the pressure 1n the lower gas volume 9 eliminates any
deflection of large area substrates 1 away from the surface of
the top cooling plate 3. If there 1s any detlection of large area
substrates 1 away from the top cooling plate 3 the cooling rate
will drop significantly. Pressures 1n the sealed gas volumes 3,
9 are equalized to eliminate the possibility of breaking the
glass substrate 1 due to a pressure differential between the
upper and lower surfaces thereof.

Any of anumber of known cooling mediums can be passed
through supply tubes 7, 12 including water. These cooling
mediums may be conventionally cooled using chillers or
brine baths, for example. The cooling rate of substrate 1 and
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the end point temperature of the cooling curve are determined
by the temperatures of cooling plates 3, 8. These temperatures
can be controlled by utilizing conventional PID control meth-
ods with a thermocouple control point. The gas pressure in the
sealed gas volumes 5, 9 can also be measured and controlled
using methods well understood in the art.

It has been found possible to improve the cooling rate of
substrate 1 1n a vacuum environment by enhancing the con-
duction cooling mechanism. Thermal conduction may be
accomplished through solid contact or through gas phase
conduction. This may be shown by placing the cooling plates
3, 8 1n close proximity to the substrate 1 and increasing the
ambient gas pressure 1n the sealed gas volumes 5, 9 between
the cooling plates 3, 8 and the substrate 1. The heat transier
away Ifrom substrate 1 may be optimized in any of several
ways. First, the cooling plates 3, 8 are preferably constructed
of a maternial having high thermal conductivity, such as cop-
per, so that excess heat 1s transferred away quickly. The sur-
faces of the cooling plates 3, 8 that face substrate 1 are
preferably polished so that the surface roughness of the cool-
ing plates 3, 8 1s low. The spacing between the cooling plates
3, 8 and substrate 1 should be as small as possible. Preferably,
the upper cooling plate 3 1s 1n direct contact with the upper
surface of substrate 1, with the average distance being
approximately 0.005 inches or less. In this way, for any
microscopically rough surface, the high points will be in
contact and increase the probability of contact conduction.
The lower cooling plate 8 of FIG. 1 must not be 1n direct
contact with the lower surface of substrate 1 since this would
harm the thin semiconductor films on that surface. As the
ambient gas pressure in the sealed gas volumes 5, 9 1s
increased, the distance between the gas atoms decreases, and
the probability of a collision between the gas atoms and the
surrounding walls increases. These collisions of the gas
atoms or molecules with the hot substrate 1 and the cold
cooling plates 3, 8 increase the heat transfer from the sub-
strate 1. The heat transter due to the gas collisions are a form
of conduction heat transfer through the gas phase 1n a con-
fined space. In this case, there will be no convection currents
or fluid flow in the gas, only random collisions of the gas
atoms or molecules.

In order to 1llustrate the thermal efliciency of the present
invention, a prototype test fixture was used to demonstrate
that a soda lime glass substrate can be cooled from 170° C. to
37° C. 1 a two-minute time period and to 29° C. 1n a four-
minute time period. The measured cooling rates of a soda lime
glass substrate are shown in FIG. 2. The topmost curve in FIG.
2 1s a predicted cooling rate for thermal radiation cooling of a
glass substrate calculated by a finite difference analysis. The
other three curves 1n FIG. 2 show the effect of increasing the
gas pressure intervening space between the single top cooling
plate 3 and a substrate 1. In this test prototype no o-ring seals
6 were used. In this prototype no deflection or stress was
introduced so the lower cooling plate 8 was not required. As
the gas pressure was increased from 40 mTorr to 1 Torr, the
cooling rate increased significantly. The following param-
eters produced the test results shown in FIG. 2: 1) the distance
between the cooling plate 3 and the substrate 1 was at most
0.005 1n., with the surfaces thereof being in direct contact at
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some points; and 2) the temperature of the cooling plate 3 was
approximately 20° C. The results shown in FIG. 2 demon-
strate the efficiency of the current invention compared to
thermal radiation cooling alone. In the working system the
cooling rate can be increased by decreasing the temperature
of the cooling plates 3, 8 below 20° C. and by using a com-
bination of both cooling plates 3, 8. Another way to 1increase
the cooling rate 1s to 1ncrease the pressure in the sealed gas
volumes 3, 9 to pressures on the order of 10 Torr.
We claim:
1. A process for rapidly cooling a substrate 1n a vacuum
environment, comprising:
positioning a planar substrate having upper and lower sur-
faces 1in the vacuum environment, the lower surface of
the substrate having one or more adherent films thereon;

positioning an upper cooling plate above said substrate
such that a lower surface of said upper cooling plate 1s 1n
close proximity to said upper surface of said substrate,
thereby forming an upper spatial volume between said
lower surface of said upper cooling plate and said upper
surface of said substrate;

positioning a lower cooling plate below said substrate such

that an upper surface of said lower cooling plate 1s 1n
close proximity to said lower surface of said substrate,
thereby forming a lower spatial volume between said
upper surface of said lower cooling plate and said lower
surface of said substrate;

sealing said upper and lower spatial volumes from the

vacuum environment, wherein the upper and lower spa-
t1al volumes are separately sealed from the vacuum envi-
ronment;

admitting a gas under controlled pressure into said upper

spatial volume;

admitting a gas under controlled pressure into said lower

spatial volume, the pressure of the gas 1n the upper

spatial volume being substantially equal to the pressure

of the gas 1n the lower spatial volume; and
controllably cooling said upper and lower cooling plates.

2. A process as 1n claim 1, wherein said upper and lower
cooling plates are controllably cooled by circulating a cooling
medium from an external source through one or more cavities
in each of said upper and lower cooling plates.

3. A process as 1n claim 2, wherein said cooling medium
comprises cooled water.

4. A process as in claim 1, wherein said substrate comprises
a soda lime glass substrate.

5. A process as 1n claim 1, wherein said upper cooling plate
1s positioned to directly contact said upper surface of said
substrate at one or more points thereon.

6. A process as 1n claim 1, wherein said lower cooling plate
1s positioned to avoid direct contact with said lower surface of
said substrate.

7. A process as 1 claim 1, wherein a distance between said
lower surface of said upper cooling plate and said upper
surface of said substrate 1s smaller than a distance between
said upper surface of said lower cooling plate and said lower
surface of said substrate.
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